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Mr. President and Gentlemen, 

I greet you on the re-commencement of our literary year. Our anniversary is one of hope, and, perhaps, not enough of labor. We do not 
meet for games of strength or skill, for the recitation of histories, tragedies, and odes, like the ancient Greeks; for parliaments of love and 
poesy, like the Troubadours; nor for the advancement of science, like our cotemporaries in the British and European capitals. Thus far, our 
holiday has been simply a friendly sign of the survival of the love of letters amongst a people too busy to give to letters any more. As such, 
it is precious as the sign of an indestructible instinct. Perhaps the time is already come, when it ought to be, and will be, something else; 
when the sluggard intellect of this continent will look from under its iron lids, and fill the postponed expectation of the world with 
something better than the exertions of mechanical skill. Our day of dependence, our long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands, 
draws to a close. The millions, that around us are rushing into life, cannot always be fed on the sere remains of foreign harvests. Events, 
actions arise, that must be sung, that will sing themselves. Who can doubt, that poetry will revive and lead in a new age, as the star in the 
constellation Harp, which now flames in our zenith, astronomers announce, shall one day be the pole-star for a thousand years? 

In this hope, I accept the topic which not only usage, but the nature of our association, seem to prescribe to this day, — the AMERICAN 
SCHOLAR. Year by year, we come up hither to read one more chapter of his biography. Let us inquire what light new days and events have 
thrown on his character, and his hopes. 

It is one of those fables, which, out of an unknown antiquity, convey an unlooked-for wisdom, that the gods, in the beginning, divided Man 
into men, that he might be more helpful to himself; just as the hand was divided into fingers, the better to answer its end. 

The old fable covers a doctrine ever new and sublime; that there is One Man, — present to all particular men only partially, or through one 
faculty; and that you must take the whole society to find the whole man. Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an engineer, but he is all. 
Man is priest, and scholar, and statesman, and producer, and soldier. In the divided or social state, these functions are parcelled out to 
individuals, each of whom aims to do his stint of the joint work, whilst each other performs his. The fable implies, that the individual, to 
possess himself, must sometimes return from his own labor to embrace all the other laborers. But unfortunately, this original unit, this 
fountain of power, has been so distributed to multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided and peddled out, that it is spilled into drops, and 
cannot be gathered. The state of society is one in which the members have suffered amputation from the trunk, and strut about so many 
walking monsters, — a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man. 

Man is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things. The planter, who is Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom 
cheered by any idea of the true dignity of his ministry. He sees his bushel and his cart, and nothing beyond, and sinks into the farmer, 
instead of Man on the farm. The tradesman scarcely ever gives an ideal worth to his work, but is ridden by the routine of his craft, and the 
soul is subject to dollars. The priest becomes a form; the attorney, a statute-book; the mechanic, a machine; the sailor, a rope of a ship. 

In this distribution of functions, the scholar is the delegated intellect. In the right state, he is, Man Thinking. In the degenerate state, when 
the victim of society, he tends to become a mere thinker, or, still worse, the parrot of other men's thinking… 

--- 

But I have dwelt perhaps tediously upon this abstraction of the Scholar. I ought not to delay longer to add what I have to say, of nearer 
reference to the time and to this country. 

Historically, there is thought to be a difference in the ideas which predominate over successive epochs, and there are data for marking the 
genius of the Classic, of the Romantic, and now of the Reflective or Philosophical age. With the views I have intimated of the oneness or the 
identity of the mind through all individuals, I do not much dwell on these differences. In fact, I believe each individual passes through all 
three. The boy is a Greek; the youth, romantic; the adult, reflective. I deny not, however, that a revolution in the leading idea may be 
distinctly enough traced. 

Our age is bewailed as the age of Introversion. Must that needs be evil? We, it seems, are critical; we are embarrassed with second 
thoughts; we cannot enjoy any thing for hankering to know whereof the pleasure consists; we are lined with eyes; we see with our feet; the 
time is infected with Hamlet's unhappiness, — 
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"Sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought." 

Is it so bad then? Sight is the last thing to be pitied. Would we be blind? Do we fear lest we should outsee nature and God, and drink truth 
dry? I look upon the discontent of the literary class, as a mere announcement of the fact, that they find themselves not in the state of mind 
of their fathers, and regret the coming state as untried; as a boy dreads the water before he has learned that he can swim. If there is any 
period one would desire to be born in, — is it not the age of Revolution; when the old and the new stand side by side, and admit of being 
compared; when the energies of all men are searched by fear and by hope; when the historic glories of the old, can be compensated by the 
rich possibilities of the new era? This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it. 

I read with joy some of the auspicious signs of the coming days, as they glimmer already through poetry and art, through philosophy and 
science, through church and state. 

One of these signs is the fact, that the same movement which effected the elevation of what was called the lowest class in the state, 
assumed in literature a very marked and as benign an aspect. Instead of the sublime and beautiful; the near, the low, the common, was 
explored and poetized. That, which had been negligently trodden under foot by those who were harnessing and provisioning themselves 
for long journeys into far countries, is suddenly found to be richer than all foreign parts. The literature of the poor, the feelings of the child, 
the philosophy of the street, the meaning of household life, are the topics of the time. It is a great stride. It is a sign, — is it not? of new 
vigor, when the extremities are made active, when currents of warm life run into the hands and the feet. I ask not for the great, the 
remote, the romantic; what is doing in Italy or Arabia; what is Greek art, or Provencal minstrelsy; I embrace the common, I explore and sit 
at the feet of the familiar, the low. Give me insight into to-day, and you may have the antique and future worlds. What would we really 
know the meaning of? The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the glance of the eye; the 
form and the gait of the body; — show me the ultimate reason of these matters; show me the sublime presence of the highest spiritual 
cause lurking, as always it does lurk, in these suburbs and extremities of nature; let me see every trifle bristling with the polarity that ranges 
it instantly on an eternal law; and the shop, the plough, and the leger, referred to the like cause by which light undulates and poets sing; — 
and the world lies no longer a dull miscellany and lumber-room, but has form and order; there is no trifle; there is no puzzle; but one design 
unites and animates the farthest pinnacle and the lowest trench. 

This idea has inspired the genius of Goldsmith, Burns, Cowper, and, in a newer time, of Goethe, Wordsworth, and Carlyle. This idea they 
have differently followed and with various success. In contrast with their writing, the style of Pope, of Johnson, of Gibbon, looks cold and 
pedantic. This writing is blood-warm. Man is surprised to find that things near are not less beautiful and wondrous than things remote. The 
near explains the far. The drop is a small ocean. A man is related to all nature. This perception of the worth of the vulgar is fruitful in 
discoveries. Goethe, in this very thing the most modern of the moderns, has shown us, as none ever did, the genius of the ancients. 

There is one man of genius, who has done much for this philosophy of life, whose literary value has never yet been rightly estimated; — I 
mean Emanuel Swedenborg. The most imaginative of men, yet writing with the precision of a mathematician, he endeavored to engraft a 
purely philosophical Ethics on the popular Christianity of his time. Such an attempt, of course, must have difficulty, which no genius could 
surmount. But he saw and showed the connection between nature and the affections of the soul. He pierced the emblematic or spiritual 
character of the visible, audible, tangible world. Especially did his shade-loving muse hover over and interpret the lower parts of nature; he 
showed the mysterious bond that allies moral evil to the foul material forms, and has given in epical parables a theory of isanity, of beasts, 
of unclean and fearful things. 

Another sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political movement, is, the new importance given to the single person. Every thing 
that tends to insulate the individual, — to surround him with barriers of natural respect, so that each man shall feel the world is his, and 
man shall treat with man as a sovereign state with a sovereign state; — tends to true union as well as greatness. "I learned," said the 
melancholy Pestalozzi, "that no man in God's wide earth is either willing or able to help any other man." Help must come from the bosom 
alone. The scholar is that man who must take up into himself all the ability of the time, all the contributions of the past, all the hopes of the 
future. He must be an university of knowledges. If there be one lesson more than another, which should pierce his ear, it is, The world is 
nothing, the man is all; in yourself is the law of all nature, and you know not yet how a globule of sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the 
whole of Reason; it is for you to know all, it is for you to dare all. Mr. President and Gentlemen, this confidence in the unsearched might of 
man belongs, by all motives, by all prophecy, by all preparation, to the American Scholar. We have listened too long to the courtly muses of 
Europe. The spirit of the American freeman is already suspected to be timid, imitative, tame. Public and private avarice make the air we 
breathe thick and fat. The scholar is decent, indolent, complaisant. See already the tragic consequence. The mind of this country, taught to 
aim at low objects, eats upon itself. There is no work for any but the decorous and the complaisant. Young men of the fairest promise, who 
begin life upon our shores, inflated by the mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of God, find the earth below not in unison with 
these, — but are hindered from action by the disgust which the principles on which business is managed inspire, and turn drudges, or die of 
disgust, — some of them suicides. What is the remedy? They did not yet see, and thousands of young men as hopeful now crowding to the 
barriers for the career, do not yet see, that, if the single man plant himself indomitably on his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will 
come round to him. Patience, — patience; — with the shades of all the good and great for company; and for solace, the perspective of your 
own infinite life; and for work, the study and the communication of principles, the making those instincts prevalent, the conversion of the 
world. Is it not the chief disgrace in the world, not to be an unit; — not to be reckoned one character; — not to yield that peculiar fruit 
which each man was created to bear, but to be reckoned in the gross, in the hundred, or the thousand, of the party, the section, to which 



we belong; and our opinion predicted geographically, as the north, or the south? Not so, brothers and friends, — please God, ours shall not 
be so. We will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own minds. The study of letters shall be no longer 
a name for pity, for doubt, and for sensual indulgence. The dread of man and the love of man shall be a wall of defence and a wreath of joy 
around all. A nation of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all 
men. 

 

 


